“The Workings of Prayer”
August 22, 2010

Dr. Ritch Boerckel

Scriptural Foundation: James 5:13-18, ESV


The Prayer of Faith

13 Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise. 14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. 17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit.

Prayer is absolutely necessary for our salvation. No person can expect to be saved from their sin if they do not pray. I believe that a person is saved by grace through faith in the Lord Jesus, but I also believe faith prays. No one receives God’s salvation without asking for it, without looking up to Heaven and crying out to the God who has provided for us a Savior, “Lord, be merciful to me, a sinner”.
 We are not saved by our prayers, but we cannot be saved without them. To be prayerless is to be without faith, without God, without forgiveness, and without spiritual life.
Furthermore, prayer is one of the surest marks of authentic faith and genuine Christianity. Just as one of the first signs of a baby being born alive into this world is their breathing, so one of the first signs of new birth in Jesus is our praying. J.C. Ryle would say, “Prayer is to faith what breath is to life.” 
Certainly, a person can pray without being saved. The act of praying itself does not absolutely prove that a person is born again, but a lack of praying proves that a person is not a true Christian and is not born again. James has been teaching us about genuine faith all through his letter and he does not stop this theme toward the end. James reveals how we might evaluate our own faith to see whether it is authentic and will bring us Gods’ blessing or whether it is dead, futile, empty, and in vain. In Chapter 5, James brings us another test and another way we can evaluate whether our faith is real. That is by asking the question: do I pray? Do I truly lean upon God in dependence for everything in my life? Do I draw my strength from God when I am spiritually weak? Do I find comfort from God when I am troubled? Do I give Him praise when I am cheerful and happy? Do I seek His face when I am in need? Do I truly pray?
Other than the Lord Jesus, we likely can find no more qualified person to teach us about prayer than James, the author of this letter. One of the early church fathers, Eusebius, wrote this description of James, “He used to enter alone into the temple and be found kneeling and praying for the forgiveness for the people, so that his knees grew hard like a camel’s because of his constant worship of God, kneeling and asking forgiveness for the people. So often did James pray that he was referred to as ‘Old Camel Knees’, because he developed knots on his knees from his long seasons of prayer.” 
“Old Camel Knees”! What a nickname. Those knees couldn’t have been very attractive. Not many of us have the same problem as James. Not many of us worry about the unsightly calluses on our knees as we walk along a beach on a summer afternoon.
We need God’s Spirit to awaken us to diligent, passionate, and disciplined prayer. Without such awakening within the church to private praying we will not have God as our vision, we will not have joy as our strength, we will not have revival in this nation, we will not have victory over the Tempter, we will not have power in our witness, we will not have fruit in our service, and we will not have hope in the midst of the darkness. We need to pray and I believe this church, Bethany Baptist Church, needs to have a fresh awakening to the discipline of prayer. I pray that God will use His Word to awaken this entire church to prayer. As you worship God, I ask you to do your part to quietly pray to God in quiet preparation of listening to His Word, “Lord, would you awaken me? Would you do a work in my heart? I want to be a man, or a woman, of prayer.  Lord, mold me into the likeness of your Son.” Will you pray that, even as you listen? I believe God will honor our prayers if we humbly and sincerely seek Him.

In this passage James sets before us the contexts of prayer, the call for prayer, and the confidence in prayer. What circumstances call for earnest, personal prayer on our part?  James is going to present three specific contexts in which personal prayer in which personal prayer is absolutely essential.

The first context which James sets before us is the context of suffering. These three contexts are all presented to us in the form of questions. The first question James asks, in Verse 13, is,


13 Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray.
This passage is one of the most difficult in the entire letter James has written. I believe this passage is often misunderstood. It is important for us to look closely and carefully at the individual words James uses and the context in which he uses those words in order to understand James’ teaching. 
First, let us remember the context of James’ question. The key to rightly understanding any passage of Scripture is context, context, context; what surrounds that specific statement and specific set of words, and that specific paragraph? In Chapter 5 we have been learning James is addressing the wealthy in this congregation who were oppressing the poor of the congregation and he becomes very strong in his language and in his exhortation to these wealthy in the congregation, so much so, in Verse 6 he charges, 
6 You have condemned and murdered the righteous person. He does not resist you.
James is painting a picture of severe sin within the church and a picture of severe persecution of certain members within the church. In Verse 6, James hints the righteous person is being harmed because of their righteous life. 
In Verse 7, James turns from addressing those who are persecuting, those who are oppressing, and those who are mistreating others and he turns and gives a word of help and counsel to those who are being mistreated, and he says,

7 Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the coming of the Lord.
He is reminding this group of people obedience and worship to God, in the midst of mistreatment and suffering, will be rewarded on that Last Day; that God sees our suffering when we suffer for His name’s sake. He reminds this group who are being mistreated wrongdoers will be brought to justice in that Last Day, if not in this world, and those who are faithful will receive their joyful reward as they stand before Christ, so he says, “Be patient, for the coming of the Lord not far away!” James goes on, in Verse 8, and says,
8 You also, be patient. Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand. 9 Do not grumble against one another, brothers, so that you may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing at the door…11 Behold, we consider those blessed who remained steadfast.
He is telling them, “If you want a blessed life, if you want a life which really counts and a life filled with joy, remain steadfast. Endure and persevere in the midst of suffering.” He is calling on those who are suffering in the midst of affliction not to grumble in their distress, but to patiently entrust themselves to God who is the Righteous Judge. He is exhorting them to persevere and not lose faith. He pleads with them, “Do not to take vengeance or retaliate in kind with aggression, but instead endure suffering in the strength the Lord supplies.” That is the context and the message he has been delivering. 
In Verse 13, James, in pastoral tenderness, asks the obvious question as he looks out over his congregation and he says, “Is there anyone among you suffering?” James’ heart is breaking for those who are hurting physically as a result of physical abuse, economically as a result of jobs or wages stolen and held back, emotionally, or spiritually. He knows such ones underneath suffering are straining to hold onto God, to keep from turning away from Him, and turning toward hopelessness, despair, and doubt; “Is anyone among you suffering?”

The word “suffering” means “to suffer evils, to be afflicted or distressed”. The New International Version translates this verse,

13 Is any one of you in trouble? 
At this point James is not talking about physical sickness so much as James is talking about the pain and trouble oppression has brought to them. This suffering can be in the form of bruises and lacerations from physical beatings, or hunger as the result of financial deprivation, or emotional distress as a result of dark threats made against them, or spiritual discouragement as a result of their painful trial. He says, “Is anyone among you suffering?”  As James asks that questions, we can imagine hands going up in James’ congregation, “I am. I am.” 

I wonder, if we asked that question aloud and asked for a response, how many hands would go up in this congregation? I imagine there would be quite a few hands saying, “Pastor, I am.” James says, “Let them pray!” The first action we can take which is meaningful and purposeful is prayer. God does not intend for us to handle our troubles and our sufferings on our own. We cut ourselves off from His empowering grace when we grit our teeth and work our way through it. If you are suffering, afflicted, or troubled, pray.

I love that old hymn entitled, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus”.


What a friend we have in Jesus, all our sins and griefs to bear! 


What a privilege to carry everything to God in prayer! 


O what peace we often forfeit, O what needless pain we bear, 


All because we do not carry everything to God in prayer. 


Have we trials and temptations? Is there trouble anywhere? 


We should never be discouraged; take it to the Lord in prayer.


James knows sufferings bring temptation. First, we may be tempted to get mad at people who are causing our pain and grumble against them. James says, “Don’t do that!” Secondly, we may become tempted to turn away from God and become angry with Him and become disappointed He has not protected us or kept us out of this suffering and we begin to move away from Him. James says, “Don’t do that! Don’t get mad at God.” Here is James counsel, “Let him pray! Turn to God; draw near to Him. Let Him know about your troubles. Cast your cares upon Him for He cares for you!” The first thing we must do when we begin to suffer is to fall on our knees before God and pray and continue to pray throughout the time of trouble.  

James is calling his friends to patient endurance in faith and he knows the worst that can happen to a person is not to suffer physically or emotionally or financially, but the worst thing that can happen for us in this life is to lose faith and for us to loose our grip upon God, to turn from Him and for doubt to control our heart and our mind. 

So, James says, “Is any among you suffering? You need spiritual help. You need spiritual strength. You need to avoid the worst that can happen. Let us pray! Let us call out upon God.” The secret to patient endurance in the midst of suffering is a decided commitment to pray. This is the truth presented to us all throughout Scripture. In Psalm 77, the psalmist says,
1 I cry aloud to God, aloud to God, and he will hear me. 2 In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord; in the night my hand is stretched out without wearying…
1 Peter 3 says,


 12 For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and his ears are open to their prayer.
The second context James addresses is happiness, when he asks in Verse 13,

13 Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise.
We learn from Paul and Silas pleasant circumstances are not the only appropriate times for singing. Remember how they sang after they had been beaten and thrown into a dark prison cell, but here James says, “Is anyone among you cheerful?” 

Not everyone in the congregation is suffering at the same time. There are some in the congregation who are suffering, but there are some who are experiencing pleasant circumstances. If any among us are cheerful, what are we to do then? James says, “Let us sing praises.” 

Pleasant circumstances bring temptation to our lives, also. Pleasant circumstances bring the temptation to forget about God, “Hey, I am doing life pretty well on my own, so I can sit God in a corner for a little while.” James says, “Don’t do that and neglect your passionate focus upon God in the midst of happy circumstances. Instead, allow those happy circumstances to drive you nearer to God as you sing praises to God?

Notice James’ commendation to us. He is very specific. He does not say, “Is any among you cheerful? Let him, quietly, in his heart give thanks to God.” He says, “Let him sing!” We have to sing with our voices; something that is external and which is an action. We do not sing in our minds.

Singing has always been a vital part of the worship God’s people give to God. Someone may say, “I don’t sing because I am not much of a singer.” James says, “You are not much of a Christian! This is what Christians do – we sing! This is what faith does – it sings praises to God!” Music is God’s gift to us to help us rejoice in His glory! 
Paul teaches us, in Ephesians 5, one of the evidences we are filled with God’s Spirit is we sing songs, hymns, and spiritual songs to one another making melody in our hearts to the Lord. If our joy in singing praise to God is missing then something profound is missing from our heart! Martin Luther said, in the Reformation days of the 16th Century, “If any would not sing and talk of what Christ has wrought for us, he shows thereby that he does not really believe...”
Men, may I speak to you specifically for a moment, you need to lead in this. You need to lead in this church and you need to lead in your families. If you do not sing, your boys will think singing is not manly. What a tragedy for the church to raise young boys who do not sing praises to God.  My dad was not a very good singer. My brothers and I liked to say to him at birthday occasions, “Dad, why don’t you lead us off in the birthday song.” We all knew that if dad led the singing of the birthday song then we would sing far afield from the right key and notes. My dad would laugh and ask someone else to start us off, but for all the deficiencies of my dad’s voice, I learned to sing praises to God from him. As a little boy, I would stand between my mom and my dad on the pew peering into the hymn book from which my mom and dad were singing. I would notice these lines and dots and letters. I did not understand any of it, but I understood my dad’s and my mom’s heart. I understood something profound was happening in those times of worship because my dad was both serious and joyful about it at the same time. 

The third context for prayer is weakness, as we read in Verse 14,

14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord.
The word “sick” most often means “weak, feeble, and lacking strength”. It can refer to physical weakness or spiritual weakness. The translations all read “sick”, so we naturally think James emphasis is on physical sickness, but the context of this passage leads me to believe his emphasis is not on physical sickness, but it is on spiritual weakness. This is the sense in which the Gospels sometimes use this word and the Epistles or letters of the New Testament most often use this word. 
For instance, in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus would say, in Mark 14,

38 “Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 
James has not been talking about physical sickness in his letter, but rather about the spiritual struggle we face when we are mistreated. I believe a clearer translation of this question will be, “Is there anyone who is weak? Is there anyone who is feeling like falling over in their battle against sin and in their fight against discouragement?” Certainly, this could include physical sickness, but the context emphasizes spiritual weakness which has been brought on to us as a result of severe trials and temptations. If you are in the middle of a spiritual battle and you are fighting against sin, what do we need the most? We need God to step in, to strengthen us, and undergird us with His grace so we can fight successfully, so we can stand against the wiles of the Devil and against the discouragement trials bring to us.
 

In what contexts should we pray? We should pray in the context of suffering, in the context of cheerfulness, and in the context of weakness.

Let us look at the call to prayer, as we read in Verse 14,
14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord.
The command is for the weak in the church to call for the elders. We are called to bring the spiritual leaders in the church into our lives so they will pray over us in the name of the Lord. In our church we have applied this particular text most often for people who are physically sick and we will continue to do that. We believe there is an application here. We have seen God do amazing things when we have followed these biblical instructions. We have seen cancer patients who have been told by their doctors they have only a few months to live. After prayer, and after the elders pray over them and anoint them with oil, we have seen God add years to their life. In one case we have seen a seemingly complete healing to the amazement of their doctors. We have seen a troubled pregnancy become untroubled to the glory of God. Over and over, we can talk about stories of what God has done as a result of His faithfulness in answering prayer.

I wish more people would call upon the elders when they are experiencing severe illness.  Unfortunately, most believers battle severe illness solely through medical means. We are right to seek the help of doctors as these are often the means God uses to bring healing, but we must acknowledge doctors cannot heal, medicine cannot heal, surgery cannot heal, and surgery cannot heal; only God heals the body, and we should look to Him. James says, “Call your church leaders and ask them to pray for you.”
Another hindrance to the obedience of the command for us to call upon the elders of the church to pray over us is a lack of biblical understanding of the role of elders in the church. Many think elders exist to sit on a board and make certain decisions about the church: decisions about finances, building, and ministry, but this is not the New Testament teaching of the work of an elder, the work of a spiritual leader in the church. The elders’ chief work, according to the New Testament, is to teach the Word of God, to equip the saints to serve God, and to pray for them.  
Again, the primary meaning of this passage, I believe, has to do with spiritual weakness. I have never yet had anyone call for the elders of the church, as a group, and say, “Would you pray for me? I am spiritually weak in the face of trials and temptations in my life. I am concerned for my soul. Would you pray God would strengthen me so that I would persevere in the faith and walk in obedience to the Lord?” 
We have had many come to us, as spiritual leaders, seeking biblical counsel in the midst of spiritual weakness and this is commendable. I believe in biblical counseling, but I do wonder if so much biblical counseling would be necessary if we first asked our spiritual leaders to come and pray for us. We might see conflict in our marriage disappear as our own sins are uprooted through prayer of the spiritual leaders. We might see our battle with discouragement and depression lifted as our faith and hope in God are strengthened through prayer. We might see the power of sin habits completely broken as we humble ourselves before God and ask the elders to pray for us regarding these sin habits.

If you are a member at Bethany Baptist Church, God has given you a rich resource in the pastors and the elders of this church. Call on us to pray for you! This ministry of prayer is the call of God upon our lives as church leaders. God has ordained for us to come alongside the broken and the wounded and the defeated and to minister to them primarily through prayer. 
Notice the initiative to call upon the elder rests with the one who is weak. Many times I hear people in weakness complain the church does not care because no one came to visit them in the midst of their trouble. Let me ask you, “Did you call on the elders of the church?” That is God’s responsibility upon your life, for you to take the initiative. Yes, it is good for spiritual leaders to be proactive and to initiate contact and we try to do that as much as we possibly can, but God places the responsibility to call upon the person needing spiritual ministry.

Spiritual leaders, let me challenge you, get your life ready for this work. We must make ourselves available for this work, even if we become exhausted in it. It is no shame, at the end of our lives, to be exhausted, but it is a shame to be neglectful of the work God has given into our hands. We would much rather be worn out than negligent. We cannot expect great things from our praying if our lives are spiritually frail and plagued with much sin. That is the reason why James says, in verse 16, 
16 The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working.

I love the King James Version translation of this verse,

16 The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.
Notice the process. First, the person in weakness calls for the elders. Next, the elders come to that person and they pray over him and they “anoint him with oil”, the text says. What is that anointing with oil all about? I have to confess that I am not exactly sure, so let us move on! (Laughter) Some say this act is a symbol of the Holy Spirit’s presence and His work. Some say it represents the application of pharmaceutical medicine alongside the spiritual medicine of prayer.  I tend to think of it as reference to the elders’ willingness to do something hands on and something practical to minister to the person, to pray with them, but also to do something which is helpful, nourishing, and comforting. 
In the 1st Century, if you had a severe wound, a family member or friend might practically minister to you by pouring oil into your wound and gently massage that oil into the wound. If we remember the story of the Good Samaritan, this is exactly what the Good Samaritan did to the man who was hurt and beaten half dead and found alongside the road. He took some oil and he put that oil on his wounds to comfort, help, and nourish that person in the midst of his distress.
 

Nonetheless, when someone comes and asks us to pray for them because of physical illness, we pray for them and we put a little oil on their head. I think James is using this phrase as a metaphor for the ministry of spiritual comfort. Regardless, the emphasis is on prayer and not the oil. James says, “The prayer of faith makes the person well.” Are you weak, either in body from sickness or in spirit from trials and temptations, here is God’s prescription: call on the elders. 
Now we want to look at the confidence of prayer, as we read in Verse 15,
15 And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven.
This is not a promise God will heal all sicknesses. God does not make that promise to us in His Word. Paul, for instance, asked the Lord three times if He would remove this thorn from his flesh and some physical trouble he was having. God answered, “No, but my grace is going to be sufficient for you. It is in your weakness you will be made strong because it is in your weakness you will lean upon me and depend upon me the most.”
 
The translation “sick” here is very doubtful. We find, in our in the English Standard Version, two times the word “sick” appears. What we do not see, as in the Greek New Testament, these two words are completely different words. The first word, in Verse 14, sometimes references physical sickness and often references spiritual weakness, which we have discussed, but in Verse 15, the word “sick” almost never references physical sickness, and never in the Bible does it reference physical sickness. It is only used a couple of times and it always references, in the Scriptures, spiritual weariness and spiritual faint-heartedness. I believe James is asking and saying in Verse 15, “The prayer of faith will save the one who is weary. The Lord will raise them up and the Lord will strengthen him. The Lord will bring spiritual strength and spiritual grace so as to overcome the enemy, the temptation, and the trial so they can lives victorious lives in Jesus Christ.” They will be restored and they will be made spiritually whole again. 
In Verse 16, James continues,

16 Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed.
James has first taught us about personal, private prayer in Verse 13. In Verse 14, he teaches us about the prayer ministry of the church, and specifically of the elders. In Verse 16, he teaches us about the prayer ministry of the members of the entire church and of the fellowship with one another. This is not a call, when he says, “Confess your sins to one another,” for us to stand up and publically proclaim every sin we have ever committed to every person in the church. That would be foolish, but this is a call for us not to be spiritually hidden and not to hide ourselves and not to keep ourselves closeted so no one in the church ever knows anything of the spiritual struggle we are having. It is a call of transparency for us to share with trusted people in the church where we are struggling specifically in regard to sin. The truth is every one of us struggles with sin in some specific way. The temptation is for us to say, “I don’t want to tell anybody about my struggle with my sin.” God says, “No, confess your sins to other believers you trust, know, and are assured they will use that confession for negative purposes, but rather who will pray for you and lift you up.” 
The truth is, we cannot be strong in the Lord without prayers of encouragement of other believers. The church is to be a place where every member is active in praying for other members. Nothing is sweeter to me than to go out into the foyer, before or after service, and see people bowed in prayer, arms around one another, praying for one another. I see that often, but that ought to be the experience of all of us, at least on some Sundays. If you have never come to church and you have never said, “I am going to pray with another brother or sister in Christ, outside of the official times of prayer,” then I believe something is missing from your worship and your experience which God intends for you to have with other brothers and sisters in Christ, whether it is on Sunday or any other day of the week. God says, “Make sure this becomes a part of the warp and woof of your life so you then might be healed.” And, again, this is more of a spiritual healing than a physical healing. It is wholeness, a health, a strength, and it is a liveliness so we can bring glory to God.
Here is the example James gives to us in Verses 17 and 18,

17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit.
Again, I believe this entire passage is more about spiritual restoration and spiritual strengthening rather than physical restoration and strengthening. The illustration James uses regarding Elijah convinces me all the more. Elijah was involved in some specific healing events: the son of the widow who was helping Elijah died and Elijah ministered to that son and that son rose from the dead.
 If James was talking about physical healing, would he not have pointed to that as an illustration of Elijah’s prayer? Instead, he picks this incident regarding the rain, indicating this metaphor and symbol of the spiritual health and rain God promises to bring to a dry and parched soul and church. 

If you pray, God will answer. Notice the phrase, “Elijah was a man with a (like) nature as ours…” We tend to believe God specifically hears people who are somewhat unique and somewhat “special”; special gifts, special mystical powers and there is something about them and God hears them more than He hears others. Elijah was an ordinary guy with problems, weaknesses, frailties, and sins. He was humble and obedient. He walked with God, but he was an ordinary guy who prayed to an omnipotent God and God heard him. The power of prayer lies in the greatness of God and not in the greatness of the person who is praying. The power of God can stop the rain and the power of God can bring the rain. The power of God can heal the sick, strengthen the weak, help the weary, and give victory over sin and Satan, but we must fervently pray. We need God to send us the rain of spiritual strength and spiritual revival.

I ask you again, would you call out to God in sincerity and in faith and say, “God, would you awaken me? I have been asleep far too long. I have allowed the lull of common Christianity to being me to a state of spiritual lethargy. Would you awaken me? For the sake of your glory, for the sake of my family, for the sake of your church, fore the sake of this nation, and for the sake of this world, would you awaken me?” 

� Luke 18:13


� “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” Joseph M. Scriven


� 1 Corinthians 10:13


� Luke 10:25-37
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� 1 Kings 17:17-23





